Social Commentary on Photographic Images  by Yaacob, Husaini et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  91 ( 2013 )  185 – 191 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Universiti Sains Malaysia.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.08.416 
ScienceDirect
PSU-USM International Conference on Humanities and Social Sciences 
Social Commentary on Photographic Images 
Husaini Yaacoba, Mustaffa Halabi Hj. Azaharib, Adzrool Idzwan Ismailc* 
aHusaini Yaacob, Faculty of Art and Design, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah Alam, 40000 Selangor, Malaysia 
bMustaffa Halabi Hj. Azahari, Faculty of Art and Design, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah Alam, 40000 Selangor, Malaysia 
cAdzrool Idzwan Ismail, Faculty of Art and Design, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah Alam, 40000 Selangor, Malaysia 
Abstract 
Social commentary is an alternative method to convey messages to the public with the hope to change their perceptions and 
attitudes toward certain social issues of ethnical, political, moral and even religious. Various methods are used either in the 
form electronic medium or printed medium. One of the methods is photographic images which are used by photography 
artists to convey their messages in social commentary. In the advanced countries, social commentaries images have long been 
accepted by the public hence become one of the powerful medium of communications in triggering toward society to change. 
In some developing countries including Malaysia however, the acceptance among public on the usage of photographic images 
in social commentary is argued still not fully accepted and understood which posted by photography artists.  It is therefore, 
the photography artworks which are produced by these artists are become only as an ordinary exhibited materials that do not 
carry any message or impact to the public. As a consequence, there is communication gap between the artists and the public 
in the form of delivering, acceptance and understanding some of the issues which need be addressed and highlighted. This 
paper therefore, focuses to investigate the social commentary photography artists and to what extend their messages in the 
artworks are being understood by the public.  This study involves by interviewing some Malaysian photography artists to 
probe details purposes and intention of why they produce their photographic works to be delivered to public. The observation 
and questionnaire are also employed. Finally, it is hoped that this study would benefit various levels of people such as artists, 
public, personnel in government and public sectors to bring a great impact and awareness that photographic images is 
become one of the powerful medium in conveying and delivering various messages to public. 
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1. Introduction 
     Photograph represents message (Mustaffa Halabi, 2011) which serves the purpose to reveal messages with 
various meanings which need be fully understood and accepted by the public [1]. A proverb that says, ‘A picture 
worth thousand words’ is needed to be understood and analyzed carefully. Even though it is a simple proverb, but 
it requires someone to understand and digest the message that can be seen in realistic form or in an interpretive 
form (Mustaffa Halabi, 2011) which has connection in its understanding and experience in different cultures and 
societies [2]. Therefore, photographic image is not only meant to be seen as a hobby to some people, but the role 
and function if it is on par with any other medium of communication. From the moment we wake up in the 
morning until we go back to bed at night, we are surrounded by thousands of photographic images. Photograph 
images can be seen almost everywhere in the newspapers, on the walls, in magazines, billboards, posters, on 
body of buses, shopping malls and in sales. Each image that is being displayed has particular meanings and 
intentions. Whether the message is in the form persuasion, awareness and information, it is known and 
understood that the picture has a particular meaning, whether to express or implied. In the advancement of digital 
era, the development of digital photography is now an extension and considered as an added value to the 
development of photography. It is seen as a tool to simplify the career of a photographer.  Pictures taken from the 
tool could be edited and manipulated at an instance.  Hence, it helps to accomplish jobs faster and better with 
greater flexibility. 
     In history of images, it is well known that there was already a form of visual communication from the period 
of Paleolithic Era during the Stone Age. Images have been presented in the cave (cave painting) (Clottes, 2003) 
as a mean of communication [3].  Message in an image is intended to inform the people about something. This 
shows that communication through images has existed since long time ago among their society. It has become 
one of the main communication tools besides verbal communication. Then, through the years when people are 
civilized, technology has been developed and the method or means of communication has also changed. These 
changes continue to grow until today, with the usage of Internet, mobile phones and other communication 
mediums which allow us to get connected, contacted and notified with each other in order to communicate.   
However upgraded the technology, these mediums have not omitted visual images in its ability to snapshot 
photographs, other than video recordings. 
     Thus, we could not deny that the effectiveness of photography has so much impact in our daily lives.  Since 
photography was invented more than 170 years ago, it has become one of the most popular medium as a tool to 
record and document events. Fine art photography, documentary, education, medical, architecture, advertising, 
television, Internet and a few to mention, have been identified as areas that need to use photography in huge 
volume. Thus, the power of camera in recording has fascinates the contemporary audience (Edward, 1975) [4].  
Through its special ability, human gain new knowledge each time about what is happening around us (Heming, 
2009) [5].  Hence, through the images, analyzing and evaluating photographic artwork helps to build greater 
understanding of the insight of the work presented by the photographic artist about their messages pinned in their 
photographs. 
1.1. Message in Photography 
     The strength of photography has made camera a powerful instrument to record images beyond what the eyes 
could see. This has made photography an essential medium and tool in the arenas of art and science. It reveals 
motives behind the photograph.  The motive and message could provoke emotional feelings and perhaps to 
change certain situations and happenings.  Obviously, anthropological study has said that all humans are gifted 
with some capacity of creativeness and that attribute is valuable to help us change our life (Milbrant & Milbrant, 
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2011; 8) [6]. In the context of social commentary, photography illustrates feelings, situations, cruelty, difficulty, 
happiness or sadness of people in the whole world. This coincides with Lipkin (2005) who alleges that any 
change in photography would effect how we live, how we remember our past memories and the way we 
understand the world [7]. In a simple understanding, Kemp (1973) noted that nothing is more universal and 
believable than the language of photographic pictures [8]. Good photographs are taken with positive enjoyment 
to ‘create and look’.  Both abilities must be combined to see things in a more perspective way.  Langford (1982) 
agrees that this is the most fundamental qualities [9].   
     Through photography, everything is answered from the faithful heart of the photographer.  In his mind, there 
are already questions that trigger the mind and body to capture the image.  There must be feelings enfolded in 
him on why the subject needs to be captured, is it worth the capture, how does he feel about it and the question of 
‘what am I seeing?’ This statement is agreeable by Finn (2000:10), who stated that, “the mind’s eye incorporates 
what we know with what we see” [10].  The incredible range of things we can see when our mind pays attention 
to the image was when it is transmitted by our eyes.  
     In the field of photography, people normally insist to recognize how the image is created as a medium of 
communication. Webster (1980) stated in his book that, “the new photography insists that we recognize image 
creation as an attempt at communication. It contends that photography and photographer should realize that the 
central endeavor is to communicate through photograph” (5) [11]. In this context, the photographer therefore, 
should know that the images he captured are going to play an important role in communication.  This is agreeable 
by Finn (1994) who noted that, “The camera is a mechanical devise with no brain of its own…” (1994; 24) [12]. 
Therefore it only portrays what is going on inside the photographer’s heart and mind, and being transmitted into 
the hearts and minds of the others who see it. Sontag (2003) once alleged that she does not talk about how to 
make photograph, but she is studying ‘how to look at them and learn how to see them’, because the way one 
person learns to see, it is a general sight and the result of what she sees could be seen or interpreted in another 
way by the others [13]. 
     Social commentary images can be preserved and subtle or be confrontational as well. It depends on how the 
photographer sees the world.  Award Winning Photographer, Torgovnik says, “…sometimes, it is the 
responsibility of the photographer to make a call for action” (cited in Bogre 2011; 12) [14].  The same applied by 
a famous social reform photographer, Hine.  In his word, “There are two things I wanted to do, I wanted to show 
the things that had to be corrected. I wanted to show the things that had to be appreciated” (cited in Chapnick, 
1994:21) [15]. Both of the statements have proven that social commentary photograph by Torgavick and Hine 
has brought a great impact in helping toward social change among the society. Although it has occurred in 
different years of time frame, but those photographic images have managed to make society understand and 
aware on what is happening around them. 
     In photography nowadays, the advancement of technology has produced many simplified digital cameras. It is 
believed that most people only take pictures for their own satisfaction.  They would record anything they see as 
beautiful, attractive, memorable and enduring.  The pictures are kept for themselves. Most people would feel that 
they have the art and talent in photography when they have captured beautiful pictures it is as though the camera 
has become part of their eyes. However, they do not realize that the real meaning of a photograph is a photograph 
what contains the essence of message pinned in the image. 
     It is relevant with the artists’ statement that the ability of camera is to capture and record images that would 
arouse awareness towards something meaningful or fascinating.  Photography images do not only linger in the 
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same subject but it could open up something else regarding the subject. Normally in visual communication 
particularly photography, we always question on what is captured and what is going to be presented to be seen. 
1.2. Artist and Message 
     In the 18th century, a world-renowned photographer Adam has been able to defend, Kings Cayon from the 
destroyed state for development and remain as forest reserves or the National Park. Adam's with more of a 
landscape theme has attracted government’s attention not to destroy the natural beauty of Kings Cayon, but to 
preserve it.  Through his beautiful and scenic social commentary photographs of Kings Cayon, he had succeeded 
to convince the government to conserve the beautiful reservoir site as a National Park (Alinder, 1996) [16]. 
 
 
Figure 1. East Lake, Early Morning, Kings Cayon National Park, Sierra Nevada by Ansel Adam, 1952. 
(Source:  www.philiphyde.co.) 
 
     In 19th century, images or pictures have played an important role, parallel with the invention of camera.  Then, 
printing has become the material that allows pictures to be produced faster. Image is not only to tell the news or 
information, but it is capable to bring awareness to the community.  Photograph can even reveal the truth to 
improve living conditions and help the local community at that particular time. This has been proved by a 
sociologist Hine. He was able to reveal more about the life of child labor (1907 -1918) and urge the authority to 
enforce laws against child labor. Hine use a lot of pictures of children as evidence that the alleged existence of 
such circumstances. Finally with the pictures, he was successful to urge the Congress to approve the Child Labor 
Law (Nash, 1990) [17]. 
 
     According to McDarah and McDarah, Hine is labeled as the social reform photography artist of the first line 
who was involved in social justice. He state that “consider an artist of the first rank, a prime mover for social 
justice…Lewis Hine change the way Americans look at social condition” (Bauman Rare Photobooks Catalogue 
Photography, pg. 92) [18].  From his effort in social justice, social condition in America has changed 
(www.baumanrarebooks.com).  He conveyed social images from his visions; the Immigrant at Ellis Island and 
Exploitation of Children.  In his photography, he revealed the poor housing that shows poverty, degradation of 
poverty, the cause of social justice, and exploration of children.  He is also a staff of National Child Labor 
Committee (Quick, 2010) [19]. 
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Figure 2. Girl Worker in a Carolina Cotton Mill, by Lewis Hine, 1908. 
(Source:www.fxreflects.blogspot.com) 
 
     Another photographer artist, Riss (1849-1914) was responsible for a wide variety of social societal changes 
for American Underclass.  He was the first photographer to use the power of the images as a tool for reform.  It 
forced wealthy New Yorkers to see the hellish environment that constituted daily life for the poor. He was intense 
misery of the poor and no proper shelter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Five Cents Lodging, Bayard Street, by Jacob Riis, c. 1889. 
(Source: www.historymatters.gmu.edu) 
 
     There are also social commentary artists from Malaysia who produced images for the public to observe. 
Among these artists are, Ismail Hashim, Eric Peris, Ismail Abdullah, , Azmi Noor, Ling Pik Kuong, Syed Ahmad 
Mufazzal, Azlan Muhd Latif and Danny Lim. However, to what extent their images could be understood to create 
change in the public of Malaysia is still questionable. 
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Figure 4. What A view of the Penang Bridge…and with the Haze as Well. 
(Source: Ismail Hashim, 1997) 
1.3. Conclusion 
     The role of photography should be more aggressive in media relations to engage communication with the 
public.  The value of an image in photography has an interaction between the viewer and observer. The observer 
could achieve new knowledge through it. The production of photography images should be encouraged of its 
quality technically, which carries messages and meanings in the image to influence the minds of the public 
towards common direction and also to change a situation into a more meaningful environment for the society.  
The importance of photography could not be denied such as in advertisement that has been exposed to influence 
people or potential buyers on certain products being displayed for sale.  Thus, image in advertisement would use 
photography at best to capture the attention of people towards the product. High expectations from photographers 
are encouraged to produce images that could arouse awareness to the society towards certain social issues and 
social problems.  Previous history has proven that photographic images in the 19th century like images by Hine 
and Adam have succeeded to mould and struggle for the human’s right despite giving awareness to the 
government about what is right to do.  Hence, photographers have to be alert of social issues and be smart to 
select subjects of images which oscillate to nature and aesthetic to portray to the public in order to refine the 
society and environment towards betterment. 
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